
STOP 



Early Journal Content on JSTOR, Free to Anyone in the World 

This article is one of nearly 500,000 scholarly works digitized and made freely available to everyone in 
the world byJSTOR. 

Known as the Early Journal Content, this set of works include research articles, news, letters, and other 
writings published in more than 200 of the oldest leading academic journals. The works date from the 
mid-seventeenth to the early twentieth centuries. 

We encourage people to read and share the Early Journal Content openly and to tell others that this 
resource exists. People may post this content online or redistribute in any way for non-commercial 
purposes. 

Read more about Early Journal Content at http://about.istor.org/participate-istor/individuals/early- 
journal-content . 



JSTOR is a digital library of academic journals, books, and primary source objects. JSTOR helps people 
discover, use, and build upon a wide range of content through a powerful research and teaching 
platform, and preserves this content for future generations. JSTOR is part of ITHAKA, a not-for-profit 
organization that also includes Ithaka S+R and Portico. For more information about JSTOR, please 
contact support@jstor.org. 



1858.] KtSSELL'S LIFE OF MBZZOFANTI. 559 

10. — The Life of Cardinal Mezzofanti ; with an Introductory 
Memoir of Eminent Linguists, Ancient and Modem. By C. W. 
Russell, D.D., President of St. Patrick's College, Maynooth. 
London: Longman, Brown, & Co. 1858. 8vo. pp. xiv. and 
502. 

This memoir, as we learn from the Preface, owes its origin to an 
article upon Cardinal Mezzofanti printed in the number of the Edin- 
burgh Review for January, 1855. Encouraged by the favor with 
which that article was received, and by the offer of additional informa- 
tion from various sources, Dr. Russell determined to expand his essay 
into a volume, and thus to complete the portrait which he had sketched 
in outline. In the execution of this design he has been entirely suc- 
cessful ; and the result is a Li'e of the great linguist which fully and 
fairly exhibits the nature and extent of his attainments. It is deficient, 
indeed, in those personal details and anecdotes which constitute the 
highest charm of a biography ; but unfortunately it did not fall within 
the author's design to exhibit the Cardinal in this light. " The true 
purpose of this narrative," he says, — "to exhibit the faculty rather 
than the man, — seems to me to depend less on the accumulation of 
piquant anecdotes and striking adventures, than upon a calm and truth- 
ful survey of his intellectual attainments in the successive stages of his 
career." In this respect nothing more can be desired. Dr. Russell's 
materials have been drawn from the most remote quarters of the globe, 
as well as from his own recollections ; and he has apparently exhausted 
every accessible source of information. Cardinal Wiseman frfrnished 
him with much material originally designed to be used in that prelate's 
" Recollections of the Last Four Popes," and contributions were also re- 
ceived from Mezzofanti's nephew. In the arrangement of these materi- 
als, Dr. Russell has shown excellent judgment, and though he is not 
free from that tendency to exaggerate the knowledge and virtues of his 
hero which is the pet sin of biographers, his volume furnishes all 
necessary materials for forming a just and impartial estimate of the 
value of Mezzofanti's attainments. 

Born at Bologna on the 17th of September, 1774, and dying at 
Rome on the 15th of March, 1849, Cardinal Mezzofanti never passed 
beyond the confines of Italy ; yet he was unquestionably the greatest 
linguist that has ever lived, and, as Lord Byron said, he might have 
been universal interpreter at the building of the tower of Babel. In 
regard to the number of languages with which he was acquainted, and 
the degree of his familiarity with each, there is considerable uncer- 
tainty. Dr. Russell has investigated the subject with much thorough- 



560 eussbll's life op mezzofanii. [Oct. 

ness and impartiality, and the result of his investigations may be briefly 
stated as follows ; — that Mezzofanti spoke " with rare excellence " 
thirty languages, that he is said to have spoken " fluently " nine more, 
that he spoke " rarely and less perfectly " eleven, and " imperfectly " 
eight others, and that he had " studied from books, but is not known to 
have spoken " fourteen more, making in all seventy-two languages ; 
and that in addition to these he was more or less familiar with up- 
wards of thirty minor dialects. This number seems almost incredible ; 
yet the evidence upon which Dr. Russell makes up his statement can- 
not be easily overthrown, and, after a careful consideration of the sub- 
ject, we are not inclined to deduct much from the number specified. 
We cannot, however, concur with him in the opinion which he expresses 
in regard to Mezzofanti's acquaintance with general literature and 
other subjects not immediately dependent upon his knowledge of lan- 
guages. It is clear that the Cardinal was a wonderful word-machine ; 
and this appears to have been his chief, if not his only, claim to dis- 
tinction. Except in the remarkable facility with which he mastered the 
diflBculties of foreign tongues, he does not seem to have possessed much 
intellectual power. It is evident that his knowledge so far as it was 
tested was superficial, — " the kind of knowledge," as has been well 
said, " which passes current in society, and which is necessarily picked 
up by one who meets often with cultivated people of different countries." 
Nor did he ever write or print anything which could justify a claim to 
literary eminence. Dr. Russell admits that his sermons were common- 
place ; and it is certain that his letters have little merit as compositions. 
As a theologian, his reputation was low ; and Bunsen, who knew him 
personally, says he had no idea of Hebrew criticism, and that "his 
knowledge of Greek criticism, too, was very shallow." " He remem- 
bered words and their sounds and significations almost instinctively," 
says this eminent scholar; "but he lived upon reminiscences: he never 
had an original thought." His personal character was blameless, and 
he seems to have borne his honors and his great reputation with be- 
coming modesty. His charities were numerous and unobtrusive ; and 
he was always ready to extend a helping hand to young students, par- 
ticularly to those of the Propaganda. There he passed much of his 
time in his latter years, in familiar conversation with students from 
different countries. 

Dr. Russell has prefixed to his memoir an introductory essay of 
about a hundred and twenty pages, comprising notices of the most 
celebrated linguists of ancient and modern times, exhibiting much 
curious information and great research, showing that the biography of 
a great linguist must be to him a labor of love. "We ought to add, that 
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the volume is printed in a shamefully careless manner. Typographi- 
cal blunders are provokingly frequent, and one is tempted to doubt 
whether the proofs were ever read. 



11. — The Laws of Business for Business Men, in all ike States of 
the Union. With Forms for Mercantile Instruments, Deeds, Leases, 
Wills, Sfc. By Theophilus Parsons, LL.D., Professor of Law in 
the University at Cambridge. Compiled by the Author principally 
from his Treatises on the Law of Contracts and on the Elements 
of Commercial Law. Boston : Little, Brown, & Co. 1857. 8vo. 
pp. 604. 

The value of all such treatises as this must depend, not only upon 
the perfect familiarity of the writer with his subject, but also upon his 
ability to communicate his knowledge of it at once in a systematic form 
and in simple language. Tried by these tests, Mr. Parsons's volume 
must take high rank among the numerous works designed to popularize 
science. The practical knowledge of commercial law which he ac- 
quired while he was at the bar, and his reputation as a lawyer and a 
teacher, are a sufficient guaranty for the soundness of the principles 
which he lays down, and for the accuracy of his statements. The volume 
is divided into twenty-eight chapters, and most of these are subdivided 
into sections, treating severally of the minor divisions of his subject. 
His first two chapters are devoted to an explanation of the purpose 
and plan of the book, and to some remarks upon the general subject of 
commercial law, with definitions of the technical phrases of most fre- 
quent occurrence. Following these are chapters upon mercantile con- 
tracts, the statute of frauds, negotiable paper, the carriage of goods, the 
statute of limitations, the laws of bankruptcy and insolvency, the law of 
shipping, marine, fire, and life insurance, deeds, mortgages, leases, and 
other kindred topics. The Appendix contains numerous forms for con- 
tracts, deeds, leases, and other instruments ; and the value of the work 
is still further enhanced by a very excellent and copious Lidex. We 
think that Mr. Parsons would have rendered his work still better 
adapted to its purpose by chapters upon the laws affecting trustees and 
property held in trust, and upon the revenue laws. They need not 
have added much to the size or cost of the work, and there are many 
points connected with these laws which are not generally under- 
stood. With this exception we have not observed any important 
omissions. 
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